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Revicw ol' The Lewd. the Rude. and the Nasty: "l Stud)' ~f"Thrck Concepts in £chics, by Pckka Vayryncn. (Oxford 

UP, 2013, Pp. xi+ 288. Price L 32.99 hb.) 

Brent G. Kyle 

Vayrynen's book is a comprehensive and detailed discussion of thick ethical concepts, utilizing the 

toolkit of philosophy of language and linguistics to argue that these concepts do not ha Ye the philosophical 

significance normally attributed to them (e.g. regarding ethical objectivity and the fact-value distinction). 

When ethicists argue for substantive conclusions involving thick terms and concepts (e.g. 'courageous' and 

'kind ' ), their arguments often assume the Semantic View- that the truth-conditional meanings of thick 

terms are evaluative. Vayrynen challenges this assumption in three ways. (i) He argues that various 

phenomena common ly taken lo support the St'mantit· View (e .g. undl'nlctermination ,md shapdcssncss) 

don't actu.1lly suppor t it. (ii) I le arh·;mn·s thr<.'l' arg\1mcntl' .1gainst tlw S(·mantit· Vil'\\', \\'hich I ~hall d iscuss 

below. And ( ii i) he proposes that thick terms arc associated \\' ilh C\'cl luations by wa~· or a pragmatic n·lation 

rathcr than a semantic one. 

Vayrynen' s pragmatic view of the relationship between thick terms and evaluation is new to the 

thick concepts literature, and rightly deserves more attention than can be given he re . But, very br ie fly, he 

proposes that the evaluative implications of' paradigmatic thick terms are "not-at-issue" in normal contexts 

( c:h. 5). Roughly, an implication is at-issue if it is part of the main point of the conversation at hand, and it 

is not-at-issue if it's part of the background. Vayrynen takes this pragmatic view to be "superior to its ri val~ 

by standard methodological principles" from the philosophy of language and linguistics (p. I 0). 

Although there's much to discuss from Vayrynen's book , this review will focus squarely on his 

arguments f'or rejecting the Semantic View, since these arguments extend throughout two complete 

chapters and an• crucial to the book 's m·cra ll aim (i.~·. that o r cl<' Ila tin.!! tht· sign ilkanc·c ol' thick concept~) . 

His t WO main arguments against the Semantic View are that the evaluations o r thick terms SUr\'h·e in \'arious 

contexts that cant·el semantic entailments, and that these evaluations are deniable in ways that semantic 

entailments aren't (p. 5911). Moreover, Viiyrynen provides a third argu ment al various points in the 



book- he objects to the Semantic View by appealing to a generalized form of Grice's Razor, a standard 

linguisLic.: principle that warns against making unnecessary semantic postulates (pp. SS, 123, I S7). I address 

all three arguments in what fol lows. 

I. Projection. Vayrynen's first argument against the Semantic View involves the claim that thick terms have 

evaluations that project in the following sense: 

An implication projects if' and only if il survives as an utterance implication when the expression 

that triggers the implication occurs under the syntactic scope of an entailment-cancelling 

operator (p. 60). 

Entailment-cancelling operators include negations, interrogatives, moclals, and conditionals. If' an 

evaluation projects in the above sense, then it's not a semantic entailment of the thick te rm in question . 

How does Vayrynen argue that thick evaluations project? His argument turns on the notion of an 

objectionable thick term . Some thick terms express values that ought to be rejected-potential examples 

indudc 'cha$\e' and 'lewd'. It ncedn' I be that tlwse terms actually express values that ought to he rejected . 

Vayryncn only needs to daim that these terms can in principle he regarclecl as objectionable . lnclcccl, it 

seems that all paradigmatic thick terms could in principle be regarded as objectionable, and this allows 

Vayrynen' s argument to generalize widely. To frame the argument, he points out that people who regard 

'lewd' as objectionable (i.e . lewd-objectors) would be reluctant to utter sentences like the fo llowing (p. 

6211): 

(I) a. Milclonna's show is lewd. 
b. Madonna's show isn't lewd. 

c. ls Madonna's show lewd? 

d. {Possibly/probably} Madonna's show will be lewd. 

c. If Madonna's show 1s lewd, the tabloid press will go nuts. 

Since 'lewd' occurs under the scope of entailment-cancelling operators in (I b -e), and lewd-objectors would 

be reluctant to utter these sentences, this seems to support Vayryncn's cl.inn th<it an evaluation associated 

with ' l<>wd' p1·ojeCb. 
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For the sake of argument, let's suppose he's right in holding that an evaluation of 'lewd' projects. 

Docs this entail that the Semantic View is not true of 'lewd '? No . The mere fact that an evaluative content 

projects doern ' t entail that there'~ no evaluative content that's part of the thick term'~ meaning. Consider 

an analogous situation involving the non-evaluative expression 'stop': 

(2) a. Anna stopped smoking. 
b. Anna didn't stop smoking. 
c . Did Anna stop smoking? 
d. {Possibly/probably} Anna will stop smoking. 
e. If Anna stopped smoking, that' s good f'or her. 

Each utterance implies a non-evaluative content- that Anna was a smoker. This non-evaluative content 

projects, since it is implied when 'stop ' occurs under the scope of entailment-cancdling operators. But the 

mere fact that a non-evaluative content projects obviously doesn't entail that its trigger-'stop'-ha~ no 

non-evaluative content as part of its meaning . This expression is associated with at least two non-evaluative 

contents- its semantic non-evaluative content and its projected non-evaluative content. 

For all we know, an analogous situation might hold l'or 'lewd'. This term might be ass0<:iat('d with 

two evaluative contents·- its semantic evaluati ve content and its projected evaluative content. V;iyrynen 's 

projection-based argument leaves this possibility open, and is therefore consistent with the Semantic.: View 

of' lewd'. Of course, One might object that it' S Un-parsimonious to posit two evaluative contents for 

' lewd' . But this objection is distinct from Vayrynen's projection-based argument. I shall deal with the issue 

or parsimony in section 3. 

To be fair, Vayryncn is cognizant of the possibility of' multiple evaluations being associated with a 

thick term, and he intends to concentrate only on the one that is "most closely connected" to that term, 

regardless of whether the connection turns out to be semantic or pragmatic (p. 31 ) . However, by 

Vayryncn's own lights, an evaluation that is semantically associated with the thick term should count as 

most closely connected to it. So, if it turns out that 'lewd' is semantically <1ssod<1tcd with an evaluation E, 



then Viiyrynen would have to agree that Eis most close ly connected to ' lewd' . His projection-based 

argument in no way rules out this possibility. 

2. Deniability. Vayryncn 's sernnd argument against the Semantic View is that the \'\·aluations of thick terms 

arc deniable in ways that semantic entailments an: not. I le provides examples like the follo .. ving: 

( 3) Whether or not M<1donna's show is lewd, it's not bad m .my way distinctive of explicit 

sexual disp lay. 

In a recent review of Vayrynen' s book, Matthew Bedkc (20 14) points out that (3) doesn't seem felicitous, 

contrary to what Vayrynen claims. I agree with Bedkc. But perhaps Vayrynen can hold that the re is some 

context in which (3) would be feli citous, even if it 's not among the contexts normally associa ted with (3). 

And, on that basis, Viiyrynen may advance his objection: In some contexts, the evaluation of 'lewd ' in (3) is 

cancelled, and this suggests that this evaluation doesn't belong to the meaning of ' lewd ' (pp. 70-2). 

I lowcve r, as I've pointed o ut e lsewhere (Kyle 20 13, 5-7), sentences like ( 3) contain quantifiers, 

which are paradigmatic examples of context-sensitive expressions . In ( 3), 'any' is the c1uantillcr-it 

quantillcs over a domain t·ontaining ways (distim:tive of sexual display) in which bcha\·iors arc bad. The 

context of utterance determines which domain is associated with (3). Now, there arc many ways 

(distinctive of sexual d isplay) in which a behavior can be bad- for example, it migh t be a morally bad 

sexual display (wl ), an aesthetically bad sexual display (w 2), o r a socially bad sexual display (w3) . And 

perhaps there's a way (w4) which can only be expressed in a circular fashion, by using the word 'lewd' (e.g. 

"it's bad in the way associated with lewdness"). Let's suppose that, say, w4 is the way that is implied by 

typical ' lewd' utterances, whereas w I -w3 arc not. There is a possible context ol' utterance where the 

do main associated with (3) includes only w l -w3 , and excludes w4. The Semantic View can ho ld that (3) is 

non-contradicto ry in this context. Since the relevant contextual domain excludes w4, the second part of 
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(3) does not express anyLhjng that contradicts the first part. Vayrynen nowhere addresses this way of 

dealing with sentences like (3), so I shall leave it for discussion. 

3. Grice's Ra7.or. We have seen that the Semantic View is consistent with projection and deniability. But 

Viiyrynen also claims t hat his pragmatic view is preforable to the Semantic Yiew, because pragmatic 

explanations, which ap peal o nly to gener al principles of' communication, "are, other things being egual, 

preferable to explanat ions that require postulates like semantic entailments, conventional implicatures or 

semantic presuppositions" (p. 12 7). Vayrynen is here appealing to a "modest generalization" of Grice' s 

Razor, a principle that warns against making unneC('Ssar)· semantic: postulates (p . S5fn) . 

The trouble is that Vayrynen himself posits semantic entailments in order to ('xplain data that the 

Semantic View purports to explain. To sec why, consider what would be needed to e xplain why (4) is 

infelicitous in normal con texts: 

(4) A is lewd and not bad in any way. 

ProponenL~ of the Semantic View can claim that (4) is odd because it is contradictory in normal contexts-

its tlrst conjunct semantically entails the denial o f its second conjunct (prodded the quantitlcr ·domain of (4) 

includes the way o f be ing bad associated with ' lewd'). I low does Vayrynen explain t.he oddi ty of (4)? H e 

ho lds that a claim like (5) below is pragmatically implied by 'A is lewd ' : 

(S) Overt displays of sexuality that transgress conventional boundaries are bad in a certain way 

(p. 62). 

And he ex plains the oddity or (4) by holding that (4) and (S) jointly imply that A is bad in a certain way, 

which contradicts the second conjunc:t of' (4). 

But why does. he think (4) and (5) imply that A is had in a certain way? The answer is not obvious, 

since (4) ascribes lewdness lo A whereas (5) makes no mention o flcwdness. Vayryncn's L'xplanation 
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requires an additional claim, which he makes in another context (p. 58). There , he provides a non-

evaluative semantic postulate: 

N: 'A is lewd' semantically entails that A is an overt display of sexuality that transgresses 

conventional boundaries. 

Although Vi.iyryncn takes this to be a mere "proxy" for whaLCYcr non <.>valuati1·e conten t is semantically 

entailed by 'lewd', it's clear that his explanation wouldn ' t succeed without something like N. Oth<.>rwise, 

there would be no connection between the first conjunct or (4) and the denial of its second conjunct. Thus, 

Vayrynen's preferred way of' explaining the connection between ' lewd' and 'bad' requ ires a semantic 

postulate . It's therefore unclear why he thinks Grice's Razor favors his theory over the Semantic View (p. 

157). 

Perhaps Vayryncn's objection is that the Semantic Vie\v must hold that ' lewd' semantically l'ntails 

an evaluative content in addition co what's stated in N. So, the Semantic View is inferior because it posits 

everything that Vayrynen posits plus something extra . But proponents of the Semantic View can posit 

something instead efN, rather than in addition to it. Instead of N, they can posit something like 

E: 'A is lewd' semantically en tail;; that A is an overt d isplay of' sexuality that is bad in a certain 

way. 

Let's take E to be a mere "proxy" for whatever the Semantic View might posit instead ofVayryncn's ~. 

The key point is that the Semantic Vie"v can use their preferred evaluative content to supplant some of 

Vayrynen's non-evalu ative content, ra ther than add to it. Moreover, Vayryncn provides no reason to think 

the connection mentioned in E- between 'lewd' and 'bad'-can be explained through pragmatic means 

alone. As we've seen, his preferred way of' explaining this connection rcc1uircs a semantic postulate, such as 

N. 

Alternatively, Viiyrynen could object that the contents posited by the Semantic View are of two 

completely different types-evaluative and non-evaluative. In that way, the Semantic View multiplies types 

of' content beyond necessity. But this objection is unwarranted, given that Viiyrynen also relies on a 
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distinction between evaluative and non-evaluative content (p. 29) . Moreover, the Semantic View could 

draw the needed distinction on the level of terms rather than contents. The Semantic View could then be 

framed as the view that thick terms semantically entail the contents of evaluative cermx (e.g. 'bad'), without 

claiming that these contents arc di llerent in kind l'rom non -evaluative ones. 

Meta-ethicists are often suspicious of positing evaluative contents, but this suspicion is not 

warranted by any standard lin9uistic principle, like Grice's Razor. And Yayrynen purports to be relying on 

standard ling uistic principles in supporting his view over the Semantic View. Yet there is no such principle 

lO he found. 

4 . 011erall. I've argued that Vayrynen's main argument:; against the Semantic View don 't succeed . One 

might think he has succeeded with the more modest aim of showing that ethicists ought to suspend 

judgment on the Semantic View. But even this is dubious. Vayrynen is liberal in claiming that certain non-

evaluative contents are semantically entailed by thick terms, and he backs this up by relying on conceptual -

defecth·encss judgments, like the following: 

[T]he re is something conceptually defective in thinking that helping another person to fl ourish 
without adverse consequences to anyone else is cruel [ .. . ] (p. 5). 

However, the same sorts of judgments support the view that 'cruel' is semantically evaluative-there is 

something conceptually defective in thinking one can be cruel without being bad to an)'one. 

It should be noted that Vayrynen's ultimate conclusion in the book is that thick terms and rnnn•pts 

do not have th<' phi losophical significance normally attributed to thl'm . I le supports this rnndusion hy 

challenging an assumptio n- the S<.'mantic Vicw- 1\'hich underlies th(• tradi tional reasons for focusing on 

thick concepts. Although I have argued that his strategy doesn't succeed, I have not argued that thick 

concepts are especially significant within ethics. For all I've said, Vayrynen' s ultimate conclusion might 

stand . 
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Vayrynen's book incorporates fascinating discussions on numerous meta -ethical issues that have 

gone unexamined in this revie'vv . Such topics include evaluation, variability, shapelessness, irreducibility, 

disentanglement , parochiality, and undcrdctcrmination. Jn step with the three argumrnts I ha\'l' tliscussed , 

Vayryne n approaches these major topics with et1ual precision and attention to linguistic detail. As such, his 

book deserves careful stutly by ethicists and linguists alike. 

The United Staies Air Force Academy Brent G. Kyle 
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